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Washington, Jan. 28 — 'i Uc] 
White House "relied on basic mil 
itaVy intelligence that was a 
least six. months old in approy 
fug the unsuccessful commando 
raid last November oi 
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parachute in the Reel River Del- 
la, northwest cf Hanoi, bull 
quickly became, as a former 1 


. <A similarly trampled appear- 
, ance was' evident in what 
Iseesied to be a grassy area in 
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North. . _ , that of the camps inside Hanoi'. 

Ip . July, 19/0, the military, n vres agreed — without 


asked the Central Intelligence 


ever 


seeing an identifiable prisoner 


Defense Intelligence Agency 
winch was in charge of mielli- 
,-ence for theniissipni ^ • • 

- -r, ■ - The. photo analysis - somehow 

Oi)Mfiuru.’.G jj'.i (^^prctocl wbst tiu’iicu out^to 

raiu i«:»i :wrciu^‘ v« the .gon e.., a vegetable garden gio.wing 
Tay prisoner of war camp inside j- ns j(jc g l!C Son Tay compound as 
North Vietnam. ; ; evidence that many American 

'Interviews over the past two prisoners were inside the area, 
months revealed that the Penb.- ; ‘ jr f . re j s the story of the plan- 
gon's first information about the n^g behind the Son Tay opeia- 
Son Tay camp— 2.3 miles west oiy on; . • ." ■ . 'A 

;Hanoi— was supplied by a for-.:. ;T j )C ca pt urc -ov defection— of 
mer- North Vietnamese prison '^ s ^orth Vietnamese prison 
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Agency (or any information ft /that' the Son Tay facility was 
line! nn flip. nlivsit'al -mfikeLlD ft An o.-.tNrc 


had on the physical -makeup st/ an active POW camp for Amcri- 
S.on Tay, but that., apparent^ cans. • . - 

.was the extent of the CIA’s is- •. , 

■ . • . Sometime in the July-August 

volvement. The raid on Son Tay - period, the military got a shock 
was to be an all-fn'litary.affiw.j.wheit,- during a period of neavy 
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with overall direction and plan- j flooding of tnehed mvei Lelta, 
:om;ng from the 
counterinsurgency 


jjicv.r w. t _• 

ning coming from the Benia- Jibe camp was suddenly vacated, 
oon’s counterinsurgency office .The changing geography of lot . 
and intelligence corning from I camp was apparent; me uauv, 
photo interpretation supplied Sy 'plod look disappeared. 


men 
into 

gouth Vietnam because of the 
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The early reconnaissance pko- 
tographs of, the prison camp in- 
dicated that it was still in henry 
use and were highly encourag- 
ing to the men in the Pentagon. 
Aliighlv skilled -team was care- 
fully assembled f men were 
hand-picked from 'offices 


When the flood waters recod- 
ed, the geography changed, 
again—much to everybody’s re- , 
lief— and the courtyard suddenly; 
took on “that well-worn look,” , 
as' one analyst described it-. J3y | 
now it was August and the While j 
House was approached. j 

Briefings were ’presented to | 


— - 1 camps. 

j doors, and where they were lo- ■ 0]VJ clue lo the adequacy of 

. the overall American intclli- 
‘ irlo North 


. catcd. 


By 'July, the interrogation of , 1Jce operation inside 
■tiie prison guard had been com- m emer gcd from the sim- 
•pteted, and .the Air Force was j' ac j. ^,at the Pentagon 

ordered to initiate a series of " : , , out p lia g 0 n Tay camp 

m'/'ipfli nf Ihf 1 Soil TaV D l" IS- 1 rm^rrl Hlft 


?, lived tor security.rca 
.. ; group of men worlacl 
oo moons tor’ getting the rescue 
team safely, in and out of North 
Vietnam; another group didive 
day-by-day analysis to . deter- 
mine a crucial fact— were ihe 
pilots there? 

The evidence' that the .jMo 
interpreters viewed as encour- 
aging, ho'o'cver, Was far from 


me seen:!, . 

i'ung was rigidly co^i-fon national security af-uns. -i.- 

^ ^ time frt hit- 


President was, according to tat 
er. White House accounts, "en- 
thusiastic" about the idea and 
authorized full-scale planning 
and training for a search and 
| rescue mission. _■ 

: The cloak-and-dagger opera- 
: tion was code-named the Joint 


Contingency Task Group Ivory 
Coast, and training began in Au- 


gust at Eglin Air Force Base in 
Florida. Optimism was rising in- 
side tire government; it was lire 
'first time that the military had 
established aii intelligence 
■book” on a POW camp that 
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operation was staged — with 
approval from President Nixon 
—although the only .known fads 
Iwere those supplied by the 
former prison camp guard. 

Yet., there. was no available 
.evidence indicating that the 
military planners “knew” that 
the Son Tay camp did 'not con- 
tain prisoners, as Sen. J. W. 
Fulbright (D., Ark.), chairman 
of the Scfiate Foreign Relations 
ComjnUtce, has publicly 
charged. 

■ What docs emerge . from an 


ay 

in 1935 or 1935. The area also 
became the site of a hilG bas. 
early in the Air War and was a 
kov tarrcl area during tne 
heavy bombings from 1955 
through Novembei , 1963. , , 

The Central Intelligence .-vgoiH] 
cv also had been unable to dc- 
veioo uny solid inforination 
about prisoner of war camps, 
iiednniug in the mkl-lSGO’s, it 
Pad ationipted unsucccssli’lly to 
infiltrate highly -trained teams 


The source 


I ifcro?:d .on the dipso during the 


eras 100 miles 
added; ■ . . ' 

‘‘Take that photograph of the 


— 0 --- - 

'/March on Washington (the anti- 
war demonstration in Novem- 
ber, MHO) -it was an Air Force 
picture published in a tat of 
newspapers. .Now, .don’t ask 
anybody to break down bow 


many of the people were Ne- 


rcasonabie doubt that the Son 
Tay prison was holding Ameri- 
cans. ‘‘We had a hypothesis 
based on various sources of in- 
formation,” said one analyst 
who worked on the project, "but 
as far as being able to say, 
‘Hey, there go two more guys’ 
into the campy-well, we 
couldn't.” The. official added: 

"Our situation was tills; So a 
river comes out and flcods-.-and 
North Vietnamese) 


S2 C lirto North j ^Mherohe North Vietpmos 

What docs emerge , from an! Vietnam. ( . .j ^i’mMho'y loft" 'feu sure canid movc t,!C H 1 ' 0 } 8 f''! 1 ; / f J 1C vh‘^ 
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. ■ ; .-By -SEYMOUR M. HER.SH . 

■{51971, lteporters X«n Services 

X : ' v' .• • WASHINGTON, Jan. 29 

■THE V/KITE HOUSE RELIED on basic military intelligence that 
was at least six months old in approving the unsuccessful comm'ando. 
raid last November on the Son Tay prisoner of war camp inside North 
Vietnam '• ■ 


Interviews over the last two months disclosed that the Pentagon’s 


first information about the Son Tay camp — 23 miles west of Hanoi— 
was supplied by a former North Vietnamese prison guard who' either 
was captured or defected after the United States and - c ' 


South Vietnam 


.invaded Cambodia, in May 1970, 


The guard,- whose capture was consid- 


ered highly classified isrormation, provid- 
ed military intelligence teams with invalu- 
able information about location, the oper- 
ation and construction of the Son Tay 
prison. The detailed information included 
even v/h'at kind of locks were on the cell 
doors and where the calls were. 

■ By, July, the interrogation of the prison 
guard had been completed and the Air 
Force yras ordered to initiate a series of 
aerial overflights -over' the. Son Tay pris- 
on. At no time before the actual invasion 
of the pl'ison — on Nov. 20, six months 
after the guard’s capture — was the mili- 
tary able to establish any further proof 
. that Americans were, in fact, being dc- 
' tained inside Son Tay. In essence, the 
high-risk operation was staged — with ap- 
proval from President Richard M. Nixon 
although the only known facts were 


! capture.’ At least three POW camps pre- 
1 .viously were known to exist inside the 
city limits of Hanoi, hut the location of 
, other facilities was not known. Despite 
this, the military long had been seeking 
permission- to raid one of the known’, 
camps. . ' . . 


Son Tay was' to be an all-military affair, 
with over-all direction and planning com- 
ing from the Pentagon’s counterinsur- 
. gency office, and intelligence coming 
• from photo interpretation supplied by’ the 
Defense Intelligence Agency. h 

The early reconnaissance photographs 
-of the prison camp indicated that it was 
still in heavy use and were highly encour- 
aging to the men in the Pentagon. A high- 
ly skilled . team was carefully assembled; 
men were ban d-p i c k c'd from offices 
: throughout the Pentagon and assigned to 
, the secret operation. The planning was 
.rigidly divided for security rea- 
sons: one group of men worked on means 
for getting the "rescue team safely in and 
out of North Vietnam; another gr'oup 'did 
.the day-by-day analysis to- determine a 
•' crucial-fact — were the pilots there? 

The evidence that the photo interpreters 
viewed as encouraging, however, was far 
from definite proof- that the captnrecl pi- 
lots were- at • Son Tay. One man . who 
worked on .the Son Tay project, attempt* 
teg to explain its failure, argued that pho- 
to reconnaissance is r.ot an exact scier.ce 
, at all, despite the widespread beliefs -of 
the general public, so conditioned' to de- 
scriptions of miraculous close-ups from 
“eye in the sky" cameras’ ICO miles, up. 
The source added: . • . , . 

on tlie Elipse during the March on Y/ash- 
ington .{the antiwar demonstration in No- 
vember 1SG9) — it was an Air Force pic- 
ture published in a lot of' newspapers.- 


One clue to the quality of the ovcr-all - *’ ow * ^ anybody to break down 

- - • now many or the people were Negroes 
and how many were Caucasians. V/e just 


American intelligence operation inside 
North Vietnam emerged from the simple 
fact that the Pentagon learned about tne 
Son Tay camp from the captured guard. 
The Son Tay area had long been known to 
the intelligence community and frequently 
was photographed. 


ACCORDING to defense sources,’ a ma- 
jor military construction program, 


can’t co it. But after they left, you sure 
could tell that they- were there — the. 
grass would be all trampled.” 

A similarly trampled appearance ’was 
.evident in what seemed to be a grassy; 
area inside the. Son Tay’ compound. The.) 


ananned by a force estimated at 15,000 
Chinese Communists, got under way there 
in 1865 or 19661 The area also became the 
.site of a MIG base early in the air war, 
and was a key target area during the 


those supplied by the former prison camp heavy bombings froni 1965 through No- 
' • yember 1968. ’ 

■ The Central. Intelligence Agenc y also 
had been unable to develop any solid in- 


guard 

•' YET,. THERE was no available evi- 


dence indicating that tlie military plan- 
ners “knew” that the Son Tay camp did 
hot contain prisoners, as Senator J. Wil- 
liam Fulbright (Derm), Arkansas, chair- 
man of the Senate Foreign Relations 
Committee, has charged publicly. 

The Defense Intelligence Agency 'was in 
' charge of intelligence for the mission. The 
■’agency’s photo analysts interpreted what 
turned out to be a vegetable garden grow- 
ing inside the Son Tay compound as evi- 
dence that many American prisoners 
were inside the area. ' ’-...’ 

.Here is the story of the planning behind 
the Son Tay operation: ; ’ 

The capture — or defection of the 
North Vie.tA\ 

May 1970 was - ' iFTh cfldNcSTi ; ft vjh' e ft ft 
•■men were never sent by Hanoi into South 
Vietnam because of tire higher risk of 


formation about prisoner of war camps. 
Beginning in the mid-1950s, it had at- . 
tempted unsuccessfully to infiltrate highly 
trained teams of South Vietnamese .into 
North Vietnam. Most of the groups — 
known in the intelligence community as 
“bell teams” — wore dropped by para- 
chute in the Reel River delta, .northwest of 
Hanoi, but quickly became, as a former 
agent said, “ground up like- hamburger. 
They’d get, wrapped up in -two or. three 
days,” he continued, largely, due to the 
high state of i nternal security in the 
north. ‘ d — - ; 


aerial photographs established, 
also that .the. guard- towers and. 
basic -layout', of .Son Tay ..were'. 
• similar, in design, to ..that of the 
POW camps inside Hanoi. -It 
was agreed — without ever’ see-! 
ing an identifiable -prisoner — 
That the-'Son Tay facility was an 
active POW camp for' Atneri-, 
cans. iT'X 'X'V v --'.A 'Ll’ 
. . Sometime.- in" the iJuiy-August 
period, the milita ry got a, shock 
when, during a period, of heavy 
flooding of the Red River delta,' 
the camp, was v a date d. The 
changing g e o g r'a'p h y of the. 
camp was apparent; the -.train-' 
•pled -look disappeared. T 
•: WHEN Tills- flood waters’ re- 
ceded, the geography changed 
again— much to everyone's rc- 
Iief— -and the courtyard sudden- 
ly took on “that well-worn. 


look,” a's one. analyst described 
IN JULY 1579 the military asked, the. • it. By now it- was August -and 

Son Tay,. but t hat apparently was th e e;<-_ sented to President -Nixon .and 

'"TlA’s involvement. The ram on 

Con- 


tent of the CIA': 



